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Response to the ISPC commentary on CRP 1.2: Humidtropics 
We frame this reply to the ISPC review of the Humidtropics CRP 1.2 proposal in recognition of some 
shortcomings noted by the Council, but also in defense of its many strengths, largely acknowledged 
within the review.  This reply is intended to reinforce the suitability of the current CRP 1.2 proposal as an 
important framework for long-term research in the humid tropics (15-20 years) and not just an 
opportunity to spend another 12 to 18 months framing a more detailed proposal.  
Central to our response to the ISPC is the goal of the proposal itself, whether it designs a long-term 
research program or whether it merely structures diverse activities over its initial three years.   The ISPC 
appears to expect both as expressed in the following quotes, “The revised CRP 1.2 still requires 
substantial revision before it is considered adequate as a proposal for a long-term research program.” 
and “The reluctance of this CRP to at least identify the priority Action Sites, where milestones should be 
possible to identify, is likely to delay its approval”.  Much of the argument of the ISPC comments focuses 
on the latter, whereas the intent of the CRP1.2 proposal focuses very much on the former, to structure a 
long-term program.   
The activities of the first three years are important to specify—and this note will add additional clarity to 
that end—but it must be framed within the objectives and conceptual framework of the longer-term 
research proposal.  As with CRP1.1 and CRP1.3, Humidtropics is a new research area for the CGIAR 
which builds on elements of systems research across the Centers, but attempts to exploit and integrate 
the commodity, NRM and social science research of relevant Centers in well-defined Action Areas.  In 
this way, the CG reform agenda redirects toward "place-based" research as described by the reviewers.   
Many of our responses to the ISPC review that follow position the short-term operational issues of 
CRP1.2 within the design of the longer-term research program. 
Priorities and Focus of Humidtropics 
The ISPC comments argue that there are no apparent priorities where CRP1.2 will focus its research and 
moreover that it should redirect its research on production systems in the lowland, humid forest zone.  
Furthermore, it considers that its ISPC Must-have 1, that we "narrow down the geographical scope of 
the proposal to regions where a new CGIAR systems approach will have the greatest benefit in terms of 
poverty alleviation and ecosystem integrity", was Not Addressed.  
CRP1.2 is designed as a global program and balances the significant heterogeneity of the humid tropics 
with the research focus on sustainable intensification of production systems in its agro-ecological, 
socioeconomic, and regional (continental) diversity.  Humidtropics has been designed to understand 
farming system intensification across different economic and agro-ecological conditions, rather than 
focus on more narrow potentials within humid lowlands.  This approach allows for the identification of a 
wider suite of agro-ecological and regional priorities where SLO objectives on rural poverty and resource 
integrity can be best attained.  Instead, the ISPC argues for a very different research design—essentially 
focusing on the humid forest zone.  We set our target agro-ecosystems more widely to understand 
system intensification across the heterogeneity of economic and agro-ecological conditions in the humid 
tropics, regardless of elevation.  Such a research design has a much larger potential for producing 
international public goods than a priority setting exercise that focuses on only one zone and system 
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(where perhaps rural poverty and resource integrity objectives can most easily be achieved).  This again 
leads to our prioritization of longer-term goals over the most readily obtained three-year targets. Note 
that by considering three Impact Zones (Humid lowlands, Moist savannas and Tropical highlands) rather 
than only one (Humid lowlands), we extend the relevance of Humidtropics impacts from 825 million 
persons to 2,866 million and from 1.17 billion ha to 2.96 billion (see Table 1 p. 16). 
 
Finally, we note that the ISPC Must-have 1 was absent from the list of ISPC and FC must-haves relayed 
to our team.  Admittedly we did not address a must-have that was inadvertently omitted.  This led to 
our expanding the number of Action Zones from seven to eleven.   Nonetheless, we recognize the 
concern that by having too many Action Areas, our efforts risk becoming too dilute and we stand 
prepared to remove and consolidate Action Areas in Africa to four (by delaying the Southern Moist 
Savannas and combining the Western Lowlands and Moist Savannas in tier 3 sites). 
 
Inability to identify priority Action Sites with appropriate milestones 
 
Humidtropics intends to focus upon sustainable intensification of production systems by 
accommodating heterogeneity from the plot to regional scales.  In the design of its research, CRP 1.2 has 
admittedly only focused on sub-regional scales in the section of its Action Areas.   The ISPC review cites 
shortcomings at the next level, namely “identifying priority Action Sites with appropriate milestones.”  
This is indeed the level of program operations, namely understanding heterogeneity and opportunity in 
each Action Area and selecting Action Sites that capture both.   
 
We acknowledge that this step as essential in the implementation of the program but argue that Action 
Sites be identified in a transparent, competitive manner during the planned SRT 1 Situation Analysis and 
Program Inception Meeting and its following synthesis.  It is in this arena where partners can best 
propose individual Action Sites and buy into others.  Similarly, they should also be permitted to buy into 
specific hypotheses and research questions and propose others.    Members of the ISPC are invited to 
interact with the Situation Analysis and attend our Inception Meeting. 
 
We acknowledge that our proposed number of Action Sites (99 to 216, p.3) appears excessive.  This 
number was suggested by some researchers on the basis of statistical rigor. This is the case with sentinel 
sites described in CRP5.  Other scientists contended that Action Sites themselves are not experimental 
units but rather locations containing different conditions and opportunities and it should be possible to 
reduce these to 3 to 6 Action Sites per Action Area (or a total of 27 to 54 Action Sites).  Again, this should 
remain subject to results of the Situation Analysis and interests and consensus at the Program Inception 
Meeting.  
 
 One inconsistency in the ISPC review process is that the original proposal was criticized for its long list 
of specific locations and research topics and the absence of the larger picture, and then the revision was 
criticized for the non-identification of individual Action Sites.  This past critique conditioned our level of 
detail in site planning but rest assured that all sites, opportunities and partnerships included within the 
original proposal are still open for consideration, assuming their capacity to engage in the full scope of 
SRTs 1, 2 & 3.  The challenge rests in identifying the suite of Action Sites and partnerships that offer the 
greatest return and we contend that this requires transparency, consensus and competitive opportunity 
during the implementation phase. 
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Setting of SLO impact targets 
 
CRP1.2 recognizes that the SLO impact targets as currently specified are only a first approximation.  An 
ex-ante impact assessment, as was done in the case of GRISP, was not attempted as CRP1.2 is unaware 
of any relevant ex-ante assessment on the basis of production system research.  To undertake such an 
assessment adequately will require both the development of the methodology and the collection of 
higher resolution data at the level of the Action Areas, namely the characterization work that will be 
conducted as part of SRT1 Situation Analysis.  Rather than specify quantitative targets at this stage, the 
targets were estimated on a relative or percentage basis using experience from CIALCA, on-farm trial 
work, and appropriate literature and analyses of impact by IFPRI given in the CGIAR Strategic Result 
Framework (2010) CRP1.2 recognizes that these targets need to be refined in the course of planning and 
diagnostic work for each of the Action Areas and then reflected within their constituent Action Sites and 
Milestones. 
 
Prioritize research questions and approaches 
 
The ISPC review describes Must-have 2, the prioritization of research questions, to be not met.  
Considering the time spent posing, prioritizing and consolidating these hypotheses and research 
questions, this "not met" conclusion was not particularly well received by the team.  Within the Strategic 
Research Program we offer one Global Hypothesis, nine Specific Hypotheses and 19 key Research 
Questions.     The hypotheses appear at the opening of Section 4 so that the reader can weigh them 
against Action Areas and Strategic Research Themes.  The Research Questions are nested into their 
respective SRTs, and then related to specific methodologies, timeframes and outputs.  This seemed a 
logical manner to present these hypotheses and research questions.   
The ISPC review considers our Global Hypothesis as untestable when it fact it is meant to guide the 
syntheses of Specific Hypotheses (which are readily tested).  This criticism in effect challenges a scientific 
tradition of guiding Global Hypotheses, which may some day be accepted as "conventional wisdom".  
The reviewers do concede, however, that the nine Specific Hypotheses show "distinct progress in 
decomposing this high-order hypothesis" but then contrastingly state that "there was no justification for 
selection of these hypotheses and they seem ... independent from the rest of the proposal".  Again 
these two conclusions appear contradictory considering the important roles of intensification, 
diversification, markets, NRM, gender equity, etc. presented throughout the proposal (but admittedly 
seldom back-referenced to the nine Specific Hypotheses).  We note with some satisfaction that none of 
the nine Specific Hypotheses were challenged by the ISPC.   
Much of the following criticism of our response to Must-have 2 is related to concern that research be 
prioritized with respect to the "most important Action Sites" and failure to align "with other CRPs the 
research to be provided by other programs and partners".  Admittedly, this must-have was incompletely 
met because it is premature to identify (and prioritize) the Action Sites themselves, but not for lack of 
appropriate hypotheses and research questions guiding subsequent activities.  Indeed, the process of 
selecting Action Sites as intended to arise from Situation Analysis and confirmed at the Inception 
Meeting is determined by partners' interests and abilities to address the Specific Hypotheses and 
Research Questions.  The ISPC review also questions our "means to evaluate the effectiveness of the 
hypothesized approaches" without consideration to the detailed M&E strategy.  Surely, each hypothesis 
and research question does not require its own monitoring plan? 
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Finally, there seems to be some ideological differences between the ISPC and the proposal's authors 
with regard to the process of integrative systems research and development.  Indeed, we do believe 
"that a combination of biophysical, institutional, and policy strategies will lead to solutions, identify 
positive development trajectories and result in robust outcomes that are consistent with the SLOs of the 
CGIAR" as highlighted in the ISPC review.  We acknowledge that parts of this approach are being tested 
elsewhere and were recently reviewed.  What we find concerning is the implication that this approach is 
unproven and could somehow curtail the overall success of Humidtropics as a program; and that we 
would be unable to correctively respond to incomplete integration, unfavorable tradeoffs or misdirected 
trajectories.   
 
 
 
 
Develop a research strategy for tree crops 
 
It almost seems that nothing short of a SRT specifically addressing tree crops will satisfy the reviewers. 
Three of nine Specific Hypotheses relate to the roles of trees, as does two of six Research Questions in 
SRT2.  Tree crops and trees are described 25 times in the document and some of the illustrative Boxes 
describe successful tree crop research in considerable detail.  We did not mention specific examples of 
research on orchards, boundary planting and plantations because it seemed a bit trivial and unfair to 
other specialized Centers working with livestock, field crops, soil and water management, etc.  One 
concern not appearing in the proposal is how much research on tree crops can be conducted through 
short funding cycles, meaning that we must find established and degrading systems for study, or look at 
nursery improvement, reducing post-harvest losses of fruit, etc. and this will be addressed in the 
Situation Analysis and Inception Meeting. 
 
This is a very specific Must-have that should be approached in relation to both the overall approach to 
selecting crop, tree, or livestock activities for research focus with the research framework on production 
systems and the division of labor with CRP6 on Forests, Trees and Agroforestry.  In the process of 
revising CRP1.2, there was significant interaction with CRP6 Component 1 Leader on “Smallholder 
production systems and markets”.  There was agreement that much of the germplasm and tree systems 
research would be done in CRP6 Component 1, as specified in the CRP6 proposal on interaction between 
CRP1.2 and CRP6 Component 1, namely “(1) recommendations on tree species and mixtures, and (2) 
targeting species and practices for humid areas.”  As set out in the proposal, CRP1.2 recognizes that tree 
crops such as cocoa, oil palm, rubber and coffee, will be critical parts of the production systems in both 
humid forest and highland agroecologies and as with CRP1.2’s work on livestock and food crops, the 
program will draw on the research of respective Centers and CRP’s.   
 
CRP1.2 would argue that a fully articulated strategy for research on tree crops within the CGIAR is firstly 
the domain of CRP6 and secondly requires close interaction between CRP 6 and CRP1.2 as both 
programs move into implementation. 
 
Definition of “livelihood clusters” and “sustainable intensification” 
 
The ISPC review rightly requests definitions of “livelihood clusters” and “sustainable intensification”.  To 
be honest, the phrase “livelihood clusters” was a late inclusion into the proposal based upon partners’ 
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concern that too much attention was placed upon targeting along intensification gradients without 
regard to different options available to farmers at any one location. Probably a better term for livelihood 
cluster is “livelihood typology”, which basically extends the idea of farm typology, as used for example in 
Titonell, et al (2010)1 to include changing mixtures of crop and livestock production and other forms of 
livelihood than farming.  Such stratification of livelihoods is essential in understanding pathways out of 
poverty and approaches to achieving gender equity.   
 
The simplest definition of “sustainable intensification” is “increasing agricultural production from the 
same area of land, while reducing environmental externalities. Improving resource use efficiency, and 
increasing the supply of ecosystem services.”  The implications of this definition are probably best 
explored in Keating, et al. (2010)2. 
 
The ISPC recommendation on an 18 month inception phase focused on SRT1 
 
We ask for modification of this recommendation to a full  implementation period as laid out in the time 
line describing the ‘tier status’ of the Action Areas, 5 Action Areas will be the focus of work in this first 
three year period, three in sub-Saharan Africa, one in Asia, and one in Latin America,  on the basis that: 
 
1. most of what is being requested by the ISPC is an essential part of the implementation plan, 
2. as laid out in the time line, Action Areas will be the focus of work in this first three year period, 
3. to “assess plausibility of impact” in the first three years, CRP1.2 must move forward on both SRT1 
and SRT2 and begin the design of SRT3, 
4. production system research in CRP1.1, CRP1.2 and CRP1.3 should also be interactive, learn from 
each other and thus move forward at about the same pace in program implementation, and  
5. most of the specific detail being requested by the ISPC will be worked through in the development 
of the implementation plan.   
 
A better option would be for the ISPC to have a mid-term review of the implementation of all three 
production system CRP’s with constructive suggestions on methods, approaches, and implementation 
issues going forward. 
 
We note an inconsistency in the ISPC review concerning its recommendation for 18 month (p.2) and 12 
month (p 3) approval of the SRT1 Situation Analysis.  This activity serves to identify Action Sites, research 
partners and farm opportunities and is already an important activity in the project’s planning.   Some of 
these tasks may require only 3 months or so and these Tier 1 teams must not be held back before 
initiating and continuing meaningful on-farm research and farmer collective actions.  Indeed, these first 
actions provide the best feedback on the feasibility of SRTs 2 and 3 and provide opportunity to test and 
refine M&E approaches.   We also stress that some R4D Platforms already exist as linkages to SRT3 and 
we must begin these case studies on developmental impacts sooner rather than later. 
 
                                                          
1
 Tittonell, P., Muriuki, a, Shepherd, K. D., Mugendi, D., Kaizzi, K. C., Okeyo, J., Verchot, L., et al. (2010). The 
diversity of rural livelihoods and their influence on soil fertility in agricultural systems of East Africa – A typology of 
smallholder farms. Agricultural Systems, 103(2), 83-97. doi:10.1016/j.agsy.2009.10.001 
 
2
 Brian A. Keating, Peter S. Carberry, Prem S. Bindraban, Senthold Asseng, Holger Meinke, and John Dixon, Eco-
efficient Agriculture: Concepts, Challenges, and Opportunities, CROP SCIENCE, VOL. 50, MARCH–APRIL 2010. 
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How will the program transform from partner aggregation to place-based research? 
 
This transformation is the basis of the ISPC Must-have 6 and is considered by it to remain not met in the 
Humidtropics revision.  The review expresses concern over how our hypotheses and research questions 
relate to this transformation and indeed, they relate to collaborative research without specifying which 
groups of partners will do what and how their interests and responsibilities will merge over time.   
 
We do describe different tiers relating to current and future abilities of partners to undertake integrated 
research and the reviewers considered this useful.  The section on pages 105-107 also describes the 
process of transformation.  What the reviewers miss is that the entire proposal describes how this 
transformation will be advanced through place-based research over the next three years. Centers will 
literally buy into one another’s research sites or form teams to start new ones.  Centers will buy into 
common Specific Hypotheses and Research Questions as teams, or propose better ones, and plan their 
joint research accordingly.  To some extent, the transformation results from iterative problem solving 
less related to research questions and more to what changes in organizational thinking and 
administrative operations are necessary to achieve tasks in a more efficient and timely manner. 
 
This ISPC concerns no doubt result from their own uncertainties over how to get Centers to work better 
together in a placed-based research setting.  In reality, transformation will occur as a result of successful 
and recognized collaborative research and their resulting impacts.  SRT 2 will result in integrative, on-
farm research allowing partners to add value to their own interests. Ideally, institutional biases will ease 
and images coalesce.   Also, to state that the strategies for CG reform must come from outsiders 
suggests a low opinion of Center visionaries who are the ones most committed and able to achieve this 
transformation.   
 
Other matters 
 
We note that the review considers Must-have 4 (Gender) and Must-have 6 (Governamce) to be met.  
They express concern that governance primarily addresses arrangements between Centers and that 
others (national programs, NGOs, private sector) must be accommodated and we agree.  The key to 
opening the program to all stakeholders rests with fairness, transparency and sound partnership 
arrangements, and these principles are described in the proposal.  Finally, the ISPC comments that the 
proposal itself responded more completely to the Fund Council Must-haves and we thank them for this 
recognition. 
 
The ISPC comments related to the proposed budget 
Following the Fund Council presentation in November, which included the budget proposal we agreed 
that the resources requested would be spread too thin if the proposal would not gain more focus. The 
proportion of the Windows 1 and 2 requests are expected to fund the SRTs as presented in table 1. Year 
1 is mainly focused on SRT1 activities as also planned in the proposal and recommended by the ISPC. It 
also includes a small proportion (10%) to initiate SRT3 related research designs in relation to ongoing 
activities funded by restricted projects that need to lead to eventual SRT3 outcomes. Year 2 and 3 
decreases the investment in SRT1 and increases those on SRT2 research activities and gradual increase 
in SRT3 funding. This reflects the gradual shift in emphasis from benchmarking, evaluation and initiation 
to research on integrated production systems and scaling.  
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Table 1 Proposed budget and allocation of Windows 1 and 2 funding to the Strategic Research Themes 
Funding windows Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Total 
Window 1 & 2 19,508,539 23,670,683 26,013,171 69,192,394 
- Proportion for SRT1  
- Proportion for SRT2 
- Proportion for SRT3  
 
90% 
0% 
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35% 
50% 
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20% 
60% 
20% 
NA 
NA 
NA 
Current Restricted Donor Projects 26,835,436 24,306,006 24,083,715 75,225,156 
Total Funding 46,343,974 47,976,688 50,096,886 144,417,549 
 
   
